WILLIAMS\1
Williams-Life-Writing
LOST FATHERS: RAYMOND WILLIAMS AND THE SIGNAL BOX AT PANDY
There is a photograph of Raymond Williams standing before the signal box at Pandy.
Leaning against a wooden picket fence in the immediate right foreground, his arms bent somewhat awkwardly, Williams wears a sturdy cardigan over a casual shirt. He does not look at the camera, but beyond it, slightly to the right. In the center of the photo, behind a narrow dirt road and two lines of railroad tracks, stands the rectangular signal box, clearly labelled. To the left, a long stairway runs up the second floor, the main working area, with its unbroken bank of large windows. Behind the box, barely visible in the mist, the Welsh hills border what seems a flat, rather featureless valley.
The photograph, published in a volume of commemorative essays, 1 captures emblematically major elements of Williams's brilliant career. His father manned the signal box virtually his entire working life; the structure offers visible evidence of Williams's proletarian roots and authenticity as a spokesman for radical causes. The photograph also suggests pride in a provincial background. Few academics have drawn as much attention to their own childhood as Raymond Williams. 2 It became a central episode of his first and best novel, Border Country;
he alluded to it repeatedly in his immensely varied critical works; it shaped his vision of a socialist community. Something more elusive might also be noted. Though often confessional in his published writings, Williams remained personally a somewhat detached figure, unfailingly cordial but also self-absorbed. 3 He gazes away from the camera.
A complex thinker, Williams luxuriated in the ambiguities of his chosen subjects.
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Orthodox Marxists despaired of his equivocations. If perhaps he wrote too much, he rarely allowed simplifications to contaminate his often difficult prose. Yet, at the core of his thought remained a idealized vision of his childhood in Wales that remained in creative tension with the later, more sophisticated analysis that assured his fame. The following essay will explore this tension in three related areas. First, a founding member of the New Left in Britain, Williams struck many young radicals as not unlike Harry Price, the railway signalman in Border Country The narrator comments that this disagreement represented 'a border defined, a border crossed.' More than most workers, especially in factories, the signalman could be his own boss. 13 More important, neither Harry Price nor Henry Williams defined themselves by their jobs at the railroad. 'The work at the box was just done in the margin, for a wage'. 14 Williams never reconciled this notion of ordinary citizens as passive and impressionable with the more autonomous, culturally-enriched working class that he usually championed. Like Richard
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Hoggart, who felt nostalgia for older forms of mass culture but disgust for its modern counterpart, Williams lived with a double vision of working-class autonomy.
Williams's notion of community rarely extended to the city which, echoing a traditional distinction in German thought, he viewed more as Gesellshaft than Gemeinshaft. Matthew Price cannot acclimate himself to 'the contained indifference' of London; he moves as a stranger though the urban landscape of his adult life. 24 In The Country and the City, Williams never entirely sheds his suspicions of urban life. His most impassioned observations concern the countryside, and even when he acknowledges the beauty and excitement of cities, he speaks from a distance, and not close-up. 'I have felt it again and again: the great buildings of civilization; the meeting-places; the libraries and theatres, the towers and domes; and often more moving than these, the houses, the streets, the press and excitement of so many people, with so many 28 Williams attributed Welsh migration mainly to the lack of economic opportunity, an unimpeachable cause. In Border Country he also alludes briefly to women who detest the lack of modern conveniences in rural villages. One minor character, Mrs. Priddy, gloats that in a modern town she suffers 'no old stone floors, no muck in the yard, no miles to go to the shops.'
Yet, Williams remains only mildly interested in such triumphal sentiments and rarely allows them to disturb his nostalgic vision of Pandy during the interwar years. Perhaps more telling, he generally neglects the social reasons why small communities prove so stifling to the young. In an angry outburst, Morgan Rosser briefly condemns the 'this narrow, self-satisfied way' of Harry
Price, but he soon forgives him and lavishly praises his character. 29 For the most part, the conformity, complacency, mediocrity, and sheer boredom of small villages escape comment.
In Border Country Williams describes a number of incidents that clearly vivify his faith in the community of his childhood and help shape his vision of a socialist future. Interpreted less favorably, however, these same episodes might also expose Glynmawr's social limitations. To Mankowitz...attacked me bitterly for sentimental nonsense. Leavis was nodding approvingly while he was doing so. 40 The And so we return to the signal box at Pandy. In Border Country, Matthew Price ponders its place in the life of his family. 'It was almost a part of home, this box in which for thirty-six years Harry had spent a third of his life. Yet it seemed, looking up, quite separate and commonplace. Once in early childhood, it had been a place of magic.' 51 The photograph of Raymond Williams standing before the signal box at Pandy also combines myth and reality, the magical and the more commonplace. Here, in the photograph, we see a son of the working-class, returned to his provincial roots, now himself a lost father of the New Left. Yet, within a commemorative volume of respectful and often moving essays, the photograph also becomes an
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emblem that conceals as well as reveals. The man who spent a third of his life in the signal box was not simply the stoical Harry Price, railwayman, but also Morgan Rosser, restless entrepreneur. Pandy cannot be seen in the picture, but also cannot be seen in its idealized recreations in Williams's fiction and recurring autobiographical references. The casually dressed figure in the foreground was not only a countryman of unquestioned integrity, but also a prominent intellectual at one of the world's great universities. Still, the magic remains appealing.
An important man stands before a valuable inheritance, as in the oil portraits of old.
